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Paraguay has plunged deeper into crisis following the assassination of Vice President Luis Maria
Argana. As world leaders condemned the killing, the government imposed rigid security measures
against demonstrators. Political opponents of President Raul Cubas Grau accused him and his
mentor, Gen. Lino Oviedo, of responsibility for Argana's death.
Amid growing demands that the president resign, Congress began an impeachment trial against
him. As Argana headed for his office at mid-day on March 23, his car was cut off by another car,
three armed assailants in army fatigues got out, opened fire, and threw a grenade, which did not
explode, at the car.
News reports quoted government sources as saying that after the shooting Argana was without
medical assistance for 10 minutes while police agents asked the survivors for their documents.
Argana died shortly after being taken to a nearby hospital. His driver and one bodyguard also died.
Paraguayan authorities immediately closed the borders and flights were cancelled.
President Cubas called for calm and said every effort would be made to find the assassins. Cubas
named his brother, retired naval Capt. Carlos Cubas, as the country's interior minister after Ruben
Arias Mendoza resigned for unclear reasons. Carlos Cubas, who will lead the investigation into
Argana's death, was minister of industry and commerce when his brother took office. He resigned
within days when Cubas Grau freed Oviedo from prison, setting off the crisis that culminated in
Argana's death.
Carlos Cubas worked with the Argana faction of the ANR until last week. After a meeting with Raul
Cubas, he said his brother's enemies were plotting against him and he was once again supporting
the president. President is accused of responsibility Upon hearing of the assassination, hundreds of
Paraguayans clashed with police as they called for Cubas' resignation.
Paraguayan TV showed anti-riot police dispersing rock-throwing demonstrators with clubs and
water cannons and firing rubber bullets at the crowd. In the violence, 37 people were injured.
Analysts described the police actions as reminiscent of the repression during the dictatorship.
Congress accused Cubas and Oviedo of ordering Argana's killing in a struggle for control of
the ruling Associacion Nacional Republicana (ANR, Partido Colorado). Oviedo has denied any
involvement. "This forms part of a terrorist plan harbored and encouraged by the government...to
install a dictatorship," the congressional statement said.
Accusations against Cubas and Oviedo mounted, both from Argana's allies within the Partido
Colorado and from members of opposition parties. "Cubas is responsible," said Partido Colorado
Sen. Juan Carlos Galaverna. "I don't know who is the material author of this crime or who planned it
but it's the result of the violent ideology to which this society is subjected permanently." "President
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Cubas is responsible President Cubas, the puppet of Lino Oviedo," said Carlos Filizzola, a leader of
the opposition Encuentro Nacional. "Cubas has not been able to restore order. He cannot remain
one minute longer as president of the country." Trade union leader Alan Flores said he would
call a general strike until Cubas stepped down. "Our stance is to declare a general strike until this
murderous president goes."

Intense party divisions are backdrop to assassination
In the days before the assassination, the confrontations within the ANR accelerated between
supporters of Cubas Grau and Oviedo and party members allied with Argana. The Partido Colorado
has ruled Paraguay for five decades, including during the dictatorship of Gen. Alfredo Stroessner
(1954-1989).
The second-longest ruling party after Mexico's Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) has a
reputation for corruption, which, like smuggling, is endemic in Paraguay. The assassination comes
a month after the Congress voted to start impeachment proceedings against Cubas, alleging he
violated the Constitution by freeing Oviedo and for refusing to heed a Supreme Court ruling to
return the general to jail (see NotiSur, 1999-03-12). Congress set April 7 as the date for hearings to
begin.
The congressional support for impeachment made clear the depth of animosity between warring
factions of the party. Argana was leading the impeachment effort, with the support of the presidents
of the Senate and Chamber of Deputies, Luis Gonzalez Macchi and Walter Bower, and the interim
president of the ANR, Bader Rachid Lichi. Argana would have become president if Cubas were
removed from office.
The crisis intensified on March 15 when, at an ANR convention, a melee broke out between
delegates loyal to Oviedo and others loyal to Argana, with delegates engaging in fistfights and
hitting each other with chairs. The meeting was suspended, but the Oviedistas refused to leave the
party headquarters and vowed to take over leadership of the party. The Arganistas took the matter
to court, which ruled in their favor and ordered the Oviedistas to leave the building.

Impeachment trial is underway
Following Argana's assassination, Congress declared a "permanent session," and almost
immediately deputies in the lower house voted for the Senate to begin the impeachment trial
without delay. Forty-nine of the 73 deputies present supported the measure. The resolution was sent
to the Senate, and within hours the upper chamber voted to begin the trial March 25.
Senate sources said a coalition of Argana followers and opposition parties could come up with
the necessary votes to convict and fire the president. If the Senate finds Cubas guilty he would be
replaced by Senate president Macchi, an Argana supporter, and could face a jail sentence. Cubas
named two lawyers to represent him and said he would not attend the trial. "I had another job
before this one," said Cubas. "I don't see what I should be nervous about."
On March 25, Cubas said he had ordered Oviedo's arrest "to avoid greater harm to the country and
despite my strong disagreement with the judicial decisions in the Oviedo case." A communique
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from the president's office said Oviedo's arrest was "to fulfill the Feb. 5 court ruling." Oviedo said he
turned himself in to "clear up his legal situation." Nevertheless, Cubas' opponents called the action
too little too late and said the trial would go forward.

Argana goes from running mate to avowed opponent
Argana, a former president of the Supreme Court under ex- dictator Alfredo Stroessner, was
considered Stroessner's likely successor and was called "the Prince." After Stroessner's overthrow,
he was foreign minister in the Cabinet of Gen. Andres Rodriguez. He lasted less than a year as
foreign minister because of his opposition to the creation of the Southern Cone Common Market
(MERCOSUR), the free-trade bloc made up of Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay. He twice
failed to win the Partido Colorado presidential nomination, losing to Oviedo in September 1997.
When Oviedo was barred from running because of his 10-year sentence for staging a coup attempt,
Cubas Grau became the candidate with Argana as his running mate (see NotiSur, 1998-05-01,
1998-05- 15). During the campaign, Argana hid his strong differences with Cubas, but an oftenquoted statement made his opinion clear. "If Donald Duck were the candidate of the party, he
would win the elections," said Argana. When Cubas commuted Oviedo's sentence, Argana became
an outspoken opponent and led the fight to oust him, a battle that proved to be his last. [Sources:
Agence France-Presse, BBC, Notimex, 03/23/99; CNN, Inter Press Service, Spanish news service
EFE, 03/23/99, 03/24/99; ABC Color (Paraguay), Clarin (Argentina), The New York Times, 03/24/99;
Associated Press, Reuters, 03/23/99]
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